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Alfalfa is often referred to as the "Queen of U.S. Forage Production". 
Looking at all hay production alfalfa should be called "The King". In 1991, 83.8 
million tons were harvested in the United States -- 55 percent of all the hay harvested 
in the United States. This total does not include the many tons harvested as green 
chop, which is an especially common practice among dairy farmers. But, why 
shouldn't alfalfa be popular? This deep rooted leguminous plant is generally the 
forage leader in yield, protein, and TDN. 
The alfalfa plant originated in Europe and is widely grown around the world. 
Unofficial estimates indicate about 80 million acres worldwide. Largest producing 
areas are the United States, Europe, Argentina, Canada, Asia, and Africa. South 
African acres reportedly went from 136,000 acres in 1917 to 426,000 in 1952, and 
increased steadily to 700,000 acres in 1990. Alfalfa has proven to be a crop which 
responds well to irrigation. Ariwna, California, Colorado, Idaho, and Nebraska are 
some of the States where irrigated alfalfa is a major player in the crop rotation 
program. Annual yields of 6-10 tons are common off irrigated acreage. Hay quality 
is often exceptionally high for alfalfa grown in arid climates under irrigation. 
Wouldn't your hay harvest be simple with no rain and low humidity? Kentucky 
receives 2 to 4 times as much annual precipitation as the alfalfa areas mentioned in 
the 5 States above. 
Alfalfa production is on the upswing in Kentucky. Production is double 10 
years ago because of increased acres and a higher yield per harvested acre. Farmers 
are also producing an improved quality hay, although years like 1992 were a 
tremendous challenge. Dry falls, late spring freezes, and torrential type rain have 
caused difficulties in establishing stands. Cost of seed and seeding expenses are a 
significant out of pocket expense. The numbers say these costs are a good investment 
overall, but the farmer that loses a newly seeded field knows there will be no return 
on that individual investment. No one said producing good quality alfalfa hay is easy. 
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Kentucky's alfalfa acres peaked in the mid 60's. The alfalfa weevil was the 
major reason for a sharp acreage reduction in the late 60's. Fence row to fence row 
farming in the 70's did not encourage increasing alfalfa acres. In the mid to late 80's 
alfalfa acreage ballooned to near mid 60's levels. Improved seed varieties and better 
information on cultural practices should encourage Kentucky farmers to grow more 
alfalfa and alfalfa mixtures to meet the forage requirements of this State. Potential is 
unlimited but growing and harvesting top quality alfalfa hay does require increased 
knowledge and management skills from our Kentucky producers. 
Thousand Acres 
Kentucky Alfalfa Hay 
Acres Harvested 
(1945 - 1991) 
450r-----------------------------------------~ 
400 
350 
300 
250 
200 
150~~~LW~~~~~uw~~uy~~~~~uu~~y 
1945 50 55 80 85 70 75 80 85 90 1995 
Tona 
Kentucky Alfalfa Hay 
Yield Per Harvested Acre 
(1945 - 1991) 
4.0r-------------------------------------------~ 
3.5 
3.0 
2.5 
1.5~~~~~uu~~~~uu~~~uu~~~~~~~~ 
1945 50 55 80 85 70 75 80 85 90 1995 
3 
Looking at peak production areas we see a concentration of production in 
Central, Bluegrass, and Northern Kentucky. These are also the prime cattle and milk 
production regions of Kentucky. Look first at the alfalfa hay production map. Then 
note the correlation between this map and the all cattle numbers and the milk 
production maps. Good alfalfa hay is a partner with milk and beef production. Add 
Kentucky's horse industry and the potential for alfalfa looks good. Then add our 
geographic location to the markets to the South and you can visualize the potential for 
substantial additional alfalfa acres here in Kentucky. 
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How large will Kentucky's alfalfa production be 10, 20, 30, and even 50, 
years from now? The trend is up and Kentucky most certainly has the base acres to 
double or even triple alfalfa acres during the next 50 years. 
I do not have a crystal ball but Kentucky has strong leadership in the forage 
industry and positive advancement in alfalfa production is anticipated. Improved 
varieties, advanced cultural growing practices, growth of the livestock industry, and 
marketing are a few of the factors that will directly affect the future of alfalfa in 
Kentucky. 
Yield potential is great, and increased yields could result in sharply higher 
production with minimal increase in acreage. Alfalfa is like Julia Roberts in "Pretty 
Woman", a Jot of potential. 
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